Mireille Calle-Gruber is not only a university professor and a writer, but also a leading scholar and critic of French literature and contemporary Francophone literature. Her works on Michel Butor, Claude Simon, Assia Djebar, Derrida and other contemporary writers (as well as those dealing with the history of the twentieth century literature) fill gaps in the contemporary literary history of the twentieth century. Her books not only scrutinize and analyze the writing of Claude Simon; they also shed new light on the analysis of the novel and autobiography in contemporary literature, through the memory of experience and perception.
The first time I met Mireille Calle-Gruber was in Cerisy-la-Salle in 2008, during the symposium she had organized on the theme: "Assia Djebar; literature and transmission." It was a fabulous week that took place in a sixteenth century castle in Normandy. The time we spent there was quite rich on the intellectual, human and friendship levels.
During the opening speech of the symposium, Mireille Calle-Gruber told us: "I was born here in Cerisy, in this very big castle." It seems to me that her birth goes back to the 1970s, i.e. at a time when conferences were about Nouveau roman and new novelists (Claude Simon, Michel Butor, etc.). That is why she followed the evolution of Nouveau roman very closely, through many authors, from Nathalie Sarraute to Claude Simon. In the years following 2000, she published important works on Michel Butor and Claude Simon in particular, but also on Marguerite Duras, and other contemporary writers such as Jacques Derrida, Pascal Quignard, Assia Djebar, Hélène Cixous, and Daniel Mesguish. When I was told about this symposium, I tried to modestly share my views on "Simonian writing according to Mireille Calle-Gruber."
Why Claude Simon? Of course, Claude Simon is a great writer, having won the Nobel Prize in 1985, but as he admitted himself in his conversations with Mireille Calle-Gruber, titled "L'inlassable réancrage du vécu" 2 : "There were three writing problems in the process of writing that needed to be solved: the first one was to begin a sentence, the second was to keep going, and the third to finish it."
I had encountered similar difficulties with the hermetic writing of Claude Simon, and I finally managed to decode it with more ease when I read the two books Mireille Calle-Gruber wrote on him: Claude Simon. Chemins In order to obtain as much information as possible from the writer himself, about his life, his work, and his lifestyle, Calle-Gruber presents the discussions that she conducted as a literary genre.
As the heir of literary portraits, a fashion dating from the 1830s that continued throughout the nineteenth century 3 , she evokes the literary process of discussions or meetings with authors, featuring the free lively speech of the writer. Let us remember that this practice is far from being new, having been extensively used in salons of the eighteenth century, in the form of conversations. The conversational genre is at the heart of French literature, being one of the most prolific forms.
On the one hand, discussions allow Mireille Calle-Gruber to share the word of Claude Simon through his remarks; on the other hand, they stage the conditions of the meeting in a codified way in order to maintain the "current event" status. Through these discussions, Calle-Gruber was able to seize the secret thought of Claude Simon, by his manner of speech, his choice of words, the tone of his voice, his gestures and facial expressions. Also, as pointed out by Marie-Eve Thérenty, the discussion shows "a brutal rehabilitation of speech in the every-day world. 4 " Mireille Calle-Gruber explains the importance of the discussion:
Everything is consistent, everything holds together in the work of a writer who moves forward, step by step, and from book to book draws perspectives for the work ahead. The discussion is a time for consideration, repositioning, and linkage with various places of significance 5 .
These discussions give Calle-Gruber the ability to collect all of Simon's speeches about his private life, his artistic life, but also about his political life. Therefore, every meeting, every discussion is an event in itself and offers him the opportunity to plead, tell and explain his work.
Mireille Calle-Gruber founded a new literary genre; the discussion method which allows the "expansion of the brain or heart" of the writer would be much richer than writing according to the expression of thought. It is indeed during the discussion that the writer lets himself speak more freely and without caring so much about style. He remains in his casual, every-day position.
We must not forget that this conversational form generates a whole normative literature: treaties on conversation, treaties on the art of living in society, but also dialogues and discussions. The conversational form has also been the literary matrix of a variety of "micro-genres", for which the discussion claims to be the last avatar: correspondence, memoirs, novels written in dialogue form.
Mireille Calle-Gruber emphasizes the difference between the interview, the discussion and the dialogue by explaining the terms of the realization of the latter. She insists on the discussion being a new literary genre. She says:
A discussion is a matter of syntax. Not specific to each interlocutor, but a syntax of the whole text, both an instrument of articulation and synthesis that transforms the written set and gives it rhythm and breath (...) with everything that can happen in between: the disparity, the setbacks, the silence, or uncertainty, or standby 6 .
Genesis of two books by Claude Simon
Claude Simon : Chemins de la Mémoire and Claude Simon : l'inlassable réancrage du vécu, these two books are built on "the same discussions." The first one sheds a special light by including texts from Michel Butor, Robert Guyon or Georges Raillard, Jacques Neefs, Jean-Charles Gateau, Lucien Dallenbach or Eberhard Gruber, as well as Note sur le plan de montage de la route des Flandres, by Claude Simon himself. This book, prepared by Calle-Gruber for the 80 th anniversary of the writer won an honorary distinction: Claude Simon received the Honoris Causa title from Queen's University in 1993.
The author publishes another discussion in 2011 under the title Claude Simon: l'inlassable réancrage du vécu, adding a 30-page introduction: "When the painter paints and the writer writes against the establishment of forms around a discussion" and two interventions by Claude Simon. The first one consists of the speech he gave at the Pen Club meeting in January 1986 in New York. The other corresponds to the speech he gave for the Nobel Prize, in Paris. A few sheets from the manuscript Jardins des Plantes and a sheet of manuscript from La Route de la Flandre, as well as some pictures taken by Claude Simon in Egypt illustrate the book.
Both texts were chosen very carefully, as they announce the change and cultural deconstruction that happened in the late twentieth century.
In the text titled "Laissez la culture tranquille," Claude Simon emphasizes the growing importance of demagogy and of money in a democratic context, which result in a neglect of culture, whose roots are grounded in the philosophy of Enlightenment. This acculturation of the masses, supported by "stupid television shows" or bestsellers, is organized to create a dependency for the viewer. Far from being a token of a philanthropic society, the production of soap operas is more focused on being financially profitable than intellectually efficient. It is not necessary to think but rather to entertain. Claude Simon aims to show the regression/disappearance of folk art.
The second story titled "Le rôle amoral de la culture" reveals the important role of art in the evolution of society, such as painting, sculpture, and literature. It highlights the disappearance of folk culture in favor of a "mass culture" developed by imperialism, the origin of the moral, psychological and intellectual domination.
Both "Laissez la culture tranquille" and "Le rôle amoral de la culture" insist on the forces that threaten humanity: the political power strengthened by the power of money and the domination of the "mass culture" on men, from a moral, intellectual and psychological point of view. In short, he warns us of the danger brought by imperialism, preparing cultural uprooting. Claude Simon, as a post-new novelist, criticizes the fact that every society will be built by the dirty power of money and that folk art and local culture will be invaded by a "mass culture", fed by globalization politics.
In this discussion, Mireille Calle-Gruber sheds light on Claude Simon's writing, highlighting the link between memory and writing, because it is memory that activates and nourishes his work.
Some characteristics of the Simonian writing are emphasized by Mireille Calle-Gruber: the Earth, where all human actions take place, plays a major role in Claude Simon's novels because this Land is the source and cradle of memory. The Earth, defined by Mireille Calle-Gruber as a "place of time inscription" and as a "theater", retains the imprint of men while remaining indifferent to their suffering.
For Claude Simon, who witnessed the Spanish Civil War and World War II, the subject of war (people, things and actions) becomes indescribable. It makes a distinction between description and narration in his writing.
This problem is well revealed by Mireille Calle-Gruber: "Writing has two principles: completeness and the description of its own process, which is putting pieces together." Calle-Gruber clearly states that the descriptionnarration is constructed of parts and pieces. For Claude Simon, the recovery of a sentence, parentheses, approximations, and so on, that need to be put in order, the crystallization of these small fragments of "reality" are good examples of this construction. This description-narration allows the writer to establish close relations of contiguity between objects, characters, or events that are distant in space and time.
For Mireille Calle-Gruber, storytelling in Claude Simon's books always brings the reader in the present of writing, because the phenomenology of processing time for Claude Simon expresses the relationship between narration and the present time of writing through the present of the past, the present of the present and the present of the future.
Claude Simon's writing works just like memory, and each book offers a sort of human archeology. For Claude Simon, the act of writing and art are always on life's side. Mireille Calle-Gruber points out that "writing gives the power to play with time and space whereas for Claude Simon, writing is to create an order of priority (the one which arises out of the order of a sentence), to establish a hierarchy." Writing is to primarily satisfy the urge to write.
With Claude Simon, there is always a link between memory, family history, genealogy and autobiography. In his books, these lines are constructed from one novel to another: L'Herbe, L'Acacia, Histoire, etc. However, his novels are not quite considered autobiographies, since he admits that it is not possible to say everything, for various reasons (both physical and mental) in accordance with the autobiographical pact.
Mireille Calle-Gruber explains:
Claude Simon did not support the autobiographical genre, that is to say at a predetermined coding. He rejects the double illusion of it: the illusion of completeness, when he knows he cannot account for the whole experience; the illusion of representation of reality, when it is actually an attempt at restructuring 7 .
She mentions that autobiography is approached from various angles in Claude Simon's work, and each of his books is intended as a singular state.
Memory is also a family affair, whose motifs related to family history appear in Simon's books as if "in pieces". These motifs are a good reason for Claude Simon to write, building a family history from one novel to another. Several themes are included in his work as a whole, such as in L'Acacia and Histoire. Claude Simon explains that "rumination" with the eye of a painter: "A painter creates several paintings of the same model (nude, still life, landscape), he paints the same picture." In memory work, old postcards that enrich the development of the story appear in the role of "stimuli", of an excuse. (Reasons for painters). Postcards in Histoire and L'Acacia are also stimuli.
With Claude Simon, snapshots act as flashes of memory, that punctuate and interrupt the narrative; Histoire, for example, a father's biography is framed by snapshots in L'Acacia. Snapshots are what made him want to write. For Claude Simon, "a snapshot is the agony of the present time which disintegrates in the past."
But Simonian stories are saturated with memory, a story remembers another story and meets a similar one. The repeated narrative emphasizes the important relationship between individual and collective memory.
Through his dynamic writing, Claude Simon defended the rights and duties of innovation that a writer has towards society, stating that "any novelty in art or literature makes society panic 8 ."
Claude Simon invented new literary processes by using a new and thoughtful language, and he said: "Any novelty in art, in literature, destabilizes the reader who generally only finds pleasure in the repetition of the same forms."
Mireille Calle-Gruber, just like her guide, her colleague and friend, Claude Simon, advances step by step, from book to book, and draws perspectives for her writings to come, as one can see in the presentation of Claude Simon's work: from Claude Simon, Chemin de la Mémoire to Claude Simon, une biographie à écrire.
Apart from her scientific work, Mireille Calle-Gruber is the author of several fiction books, such as Le Tombeau d'Akhnaton and Consolation where she reinforces her own writing style. Her writing is symptomatic of her loyalty to friends and colleagues: new novelists. Her novels, through her thoughtful and rich writing style, will remain precursors of the new twentyfirst century fiction.
